Defining Identity
William "Buddy" Storm, June 14, 2026

Today's New Testament reading begins as an invocation for God's assistance to address wrongs presentin Israel,
moves to a commissioning of the disciples, and ends with notes and imagery of persecution, ostracism, and
potential martyrdom. It is a sobering message for first-time missionaries. Up to this point in Matthew's Gospel,
Jesus has performed all the miracles, healed all the people, and given all the instructions. In fact, up to this point,
there is even some question as to whether the disciples have a sense of who and what Jesus is about, and whether
they may be worthy to be the ones chosen for this mission.

In some respects, it would be surprising if they were not feeling overwhelmed and frightened at this moment. In my
own experience, it would be akin to spending a life listening in the pews to being asked to lead worship. The text,
however, is notably silent in hearing the disciples' response. We do not know whether the offer was greeted by the
disciples with an enthusiastic acceptance of the task or a grim nod. But what the text does offer us is certainly
worthy of our attention this morning.

Over the last two weeks, we have heard the story of God's plan to establish a line through Abraham that will benefit
all nations, and we have read of Jesus' Great Commissioning at the end of this gospel that sends out these
disciples to "make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit and teaching them to obey everything that | have commanded you." Which means that as the gospel was just
read, it may have given you pause. You might have even gone so far as to look in the Bible to ensure we copied it
over correctly; the gospel's words can certainly be jarring to our ears after being told of God's expansive
beneficence in the preceding weeks. In today's reading, Jesus seems to imply that only those who reside in the
bounds of Israel and are identified as Jews are in need of his care.

What are we to make of this? Are we to ascribe some kind of scribal error? Or can we make sense of this
discrepancy? According to New Testament scholar Eckhard J. Schnabel, "Judaism had neither a missionary theory
nor organized missionary activity" before this time. And once they begin the missionary work, the activity was
always centripetal, pulling converts back to Israel, back to Jerusalem, back to the Temple where God was to be
found residing in the Holy of Holies. If this is the prevailing missionary technique of first-century Judaism, then it
would follow that Jesus and his disciples would adhere to this newfound tradition. Moreover, we might see the
towns and cities of Israel as fertile ground for these disciples to begin plying their work. Here, they will be
surrounded by people with a shared faith and culture, making it an easier transition to this new work. Jesus'
command: "Do not take a road leading to gentiles, and do not enter a Samaritan town, but go rather to the lost
sheep of the house of Israel," may simply be a recognition of the need for proximity. If these individuals are ever in
need, it would be much easier for help to come if they remained within a day or two's journey. Indeed, if we take the
litany of advice and prohibitions placed on the disciples by Jesus, we begin to see that this is not a short-term plan
but a paradigm for future endeavors. These disciples are beginners, so they need strict instructions and familiar
places where they can develop the skills that will be required of them later. In fact, the selection seems to play with
time, as it is seemingly about this first foray into mission but might be more appropriately relevant for the later
missionary work that they will perform after the Great Commissioning. This line of thought, | believe, can help to
begin to settle our concerns about Jesus' potentially provincial attitude about which peoples and identities deserve
attention.

Despite this plan being appropriate to the skill of the disciples and a necessary first step into missionary work,
Jesus' words still leave a sense of discomfort. What is more telling, however, is not what Jesus says in this moment
but what Matthew's gospel reveals about Jesus' own activities. Matthew presents Jesus following a similar pattern,
mainly staying in Galilee for his teaching and healing, and in Matthew 15:24, Jesus repeats this idea, noting he was
sent only "to the lost sheep of the house of Israel." And yet, in Chapter eight, we see Jesus ministering to the
servant of a Centurion, a gentile, and then praising the man's faith. Moreover, when Jesus proclaims in chapter
fifteen that he is only sent for the lost sheep of the house of Israel, he had just journeyed to Tyre and Sidon,
populated with Romans and other non-Israelites. And so not only had he just arrived in the kind of land that he
forbade his disciples to go to, but he then proceeded to heal the possessed daughter of the Canaanite or
Syrophoenician woman, who, like the centurion, is praised for having exemplary faith. Such actions demonstrate
that traditional markers of identity are proven to be less vital than the identity of the one on whom they place their
faith. By looking more closely at what the text reveals, Jesus' actions expose an acute sense of care for all peoples,
not just those who might be identified as Jews, either by external markers or locales. In the same way, this
morning's text uses telling language to demonstrate what Jesus' mission is and for whom it belongs. The first verse
of the reading contains three versions of the Greek, a¢ (pas), meaning all or every. Jesus went to "all the cities and
villages," "curing every disease and every sickness." Writing on this passage, New Testament scholar Grant
Osborne notes, the language demonstrates that "Jesus' ministry is completely comprehensive; he has come for
every person and ministers to everyone with whom he comes in contact."

Not only does the language of all and every help to see that Jesus' mission extends beyond the borders of Israel
and for those who are identified as Jews, but the language of the second verse helps us to see why Jesus feels
called to minister to these specific people and why he will entrust the ministry to his inner circle. The gospel claims
that "When [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like
sheep without a shepherd." Jesus displays a profound empathy with the suffering of these people. In short, Jesus
identifies with the suffering of the other on a visceral level. While our text translates the verb as having



compassion, the more literal meaning is having visceral emotions, since the root refers to the inner parts or guts. In
other words, the Greek language demonstrates that Jesus is so moved by suffering that he feels it deeply within
himself. These are individuals who are "harassed and helpless," and again, the literal meaning of the Greek here is
instructive-the word points to being prostrate due to drunkenness or effects of violence. Jesus sees these
individuals as beaten down, lying face down without any aid, and in the face of such suffering, he feels the
suffering deep inside of himself. Jesus aligns himself, not because of what might be seen as cultural identifiers, but
more importantly, with those who demonstrate need and faith. It is not then a prohibition against Gentiles but a
positive command to minister to those who are in need.

In the face of such overwhelming suffering, Jesus cannot possibly continue to tend to these needs single-handedly,
both in the immediate and in the long-term. Into this need, Jesus identifies his disciples. The gospel writer takes
the time to list the individuals, and it is striking that this is the first time in the Gospels where the individuals are all
named at once. While these names are common, what do we know about all these figures? What can even the
most biblically literate of us say about Bartholomew and Simon the Cananean or Zealot? These figures are central
to our faith and to the narrative of Jesus' ministry on Earth, but they are rarely mentioned, and when mentioned, not
much is revealed. As an example, Simon and Bartholomew are each mentioned four times in total throughout the
New Testament, simply when a listing of all the disciples occurs. As V.F. Albright and C.S. Mann write in their
commentary on Matthew's gospel, "The unanimity of all four gospels as to the central place of the Twelve tends to
obscure the fact that we know very little about this inner circle." It is an abrupt introduction to these individuals,
especially as not all have been previously mentioned or seen as being explicitly called by Jesus to be his followers.
We know not all their qualifications or why they might have chosen to follow Jesus. We have a greater sense of

who the Centurion or the Syrophoenician woman is in Matthew's gospel. And again, these details seem illustrative
of a larger point.

In the twenty-seven verses of today's reading, as we meet some of these figures for the first and only time in
Matthew, the collective nouns of disciples, the twelve, and apostles are used four times. These collective nouns
are used as many times in twenty-seven verses as Bartholomew and Simon the Cananean are named in all 7,957
verses of the New Testament. These facts raise a critical question: why would a collective identity be more apt than
an individual identity for these central figures? These terms, disciples and apostles, or pu8111:ai<; and
&.nocn6lcrov, imply an external presence as their identifiers. They are disciples of someone; they are apostles
from someone. Their individual identities coalesce around the figure who is doing the teaching and the figure who
is doing the sending. Their identities, like the Centurion and the Syrophoenecian woman, are tied to the one with
whom they place their faith.

All of the actions and all of the identities in this section are located in the triune God. When Jesus notes the lost
sheep of Israel and the need for more harvesters, he does not command the disciples to go; rather, he directs them
to pray to God the Father: "ask the Lord of the harvest to send out harvesters into his harvest." And when the
apostles are tasked to "Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons," they are only able to do
such activities because Jesus "gave them authority." And when the apostles are faced with persecution and
questioning by rulers, "for what you are to say will be given to you at that time; for it is not you who speak, but the
Spirit of your Father speaking through you."

As twenty first-century Americans, we are inundated with opportunities to define our identities. Quizzes to reveal
who you should vote for, or what ancient figure you might have been in a past life. Then there are items such as
gender or race that prompt the world to respond to us in certain ways. Be it an innate quality or an aesthetic
choice, these identities help individuals to make sense of the world and their place init. In and of itself, this is not
anissue. There are identities that provide real meaning in our lives, such as the kinds of relationships that connect
us to friends and family. The larger concern, this morning's gospel reading seems to imply, is when we choose not
to accept the identity of being called by God to serve. The theologian and Church of Scotland minister, Andrew
Purves, describes this call as less about imitating Christ's life but in "sharing or participating in Christ's own life,
which is the work of the Holy Spirit. John Calvin once called it the bond of the Holy Spirit whereby we are joined to
Christ. The bond effects what Calvin then called "a mystical union" between the believer and Christ. Itis because
we participate in Christ's life that the New Testament call to press on makes sense as gospel for which we are
grateful." In our tradition, we hold that when the Word is faithfully read and preached, we encounter God. But this
participation and encounter is not limited to a one-hour period on Sunday morning. Rather, like the disciples, we
are called to be a part of a collective noun of believers, directed by the head of the Church, Jesus Christ, to go out
into the world. We participate in Christ's work, not simply to those whose identities align with our own culture and
beliefs, not simply to minister only to those due to proximity, but Emmanuel, God with us, calls us into the world to
find those whose identities are neglected and harassed. Let us be bold, then, to follow Christ's command to find
and comfort the least of these, remembering that Jesus will be with us always, to the end of the age.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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such activities because Jesus "gave them authority." And when the apostles are faced with persecution and
questioning by rulers, "for what you are to say will be given to you at that time; for it is not you who speak, but the
Spirit of your Father speaking through you."

As twenty first-century Americans, we are inundated with opportunities to define our identities. Quizzes to reveal
who you should vote for, or what ancient figure you might have been in a past life. Then there are items such as
gender or race that prompt the world to respond to us in certain ways. Be it an innate quality or an aesthetic
choice, these identities help individuals to make sense of the world and their place init. In and of itself, this is not
anissue. There are identities that provide real meaning in our lives, such as the kinds of relationships that connect
us to friends and family. The larger concern, this morning's gospel reading seems to imply, is when we choose not
to accept the identity of being called by God to serve. The theologian and Church of Scotland minister, Andrew
Purves, describes this call as less about imitating Christ's life but in "sharing or participating in Christ's own life,
which is the work of the Holy Spirit. John Calvin once called it the bond of the Holy Spirit whereby we are joined to
Christ. The bond effects what Calvin then called "a mystical union" between the believer and Christ. Itis because
we participate in Christ's life that the New Testament call to press on makes sense as gospel for which we are
grateful." In our tradition, we hold that when the Word is faithfully read and preached, we encounter God. But this
participation and encounter is not limited to a one-hour period on Sunday morning. Rather, like the disciples, we
are called to be a part of a collective noun of believers, directed by the head of the Church, Jesus Christ, to go out
into the world. We participate in Christ's work, not simply to those whose identities align with our own culture and
beliefs, not simply to minister only to those due to proximity, but Emmanuel, God with us, calls us into the world to
find those whose identities are neglected and harassed. Let us be bold, then, to follow Christ's command to find
and comfort the least of these, remembering that Jesus will be with us always, to the end of the age.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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Today's New Testament reading begins as an invocation for God's assistance to address wrongs presentin Israel,
moves to a commissioning of the disciples, and ends with notes and imagery of persecution, ostracism, and
potential martyrdom. It is a sobering message for first-time missionaries. Up to this point in Matthew's Gospel,
Jesus has performed all the miracles, healed all the people, and given all the instructions. In fact, up to this point,
there is even some question as to whether the disciples have a sense of who and what Jesus is about, and whether
they may be worthy to be the ones chosen for this mission.

In some respects, it would be surprising if they were not feeling overwhelmed and frightened at this moment. In my
own experience, it would be akin to spending a life listening in the pews to being asked to lead worship. The text,
however, is notably silent in hearing the disciples' response. We do not know whether the offer was greeted by the
disciples with an enthusiastic acceptance of the task or a grim nod. But what the text does offer us is certainly
worthy of our attention this morning.

Over the last two weeks, we have heard the story of God's plan to establish a line through Abraham that will benefit
all nations, and we have read of Jesus' Great Commissioning at the end of this gospel that sends out these
disciples to "make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit and teaching them to obey everything that | have commanded you." Which means that as the gospel was just
read, it may have given you pause. You might have even gone so far as to look in the Bible to ensure we copied it
over correctly; the gospel's words can certainly be jarring to our ears after being told of God's expansive
beneficence in the preceding weeks. In today's reading, Jesus seems to imply that only those who reside in the
bounds of Israel and are identified as Jews are in need of his care.

What are we to make of this? Are we to ascribe some kind of scribal error? Or can we make sense of this
discrepancy? According to New Testament scholar Eckhard J. Schnabel, "Judaism had neither a missionary theory
nor organized missionary activity" before this time. And once they begin the missionary work, the activity was
always centripetal, pulling converts back to Israel, back to Jerusalem, back to the Temple where God was to be
found residing in the Holy of Holies. If this is the prevailing missionary technique of first-century Judaism, then it
would follow that Jesus and his disciples would adhere to this newfound tradition. Moreover, we might see the
towns and cities of Israel as fertile ground for these disciples to begin plying their work. Here, they will be
surrounded by people with a shared faith and culture, making it an easier transition to this new work. Jesus'
command: "Do not take a road leading to gentiles, and do not enter a Samaritan town, but go rather to the lost
sheep of the house of Israel," may simply be a recognition of the need for proximity. If these individuals are ever in
need, it would be much easier for help to come if they remained within a day or two's journey. Indeed, if we take the
litany of advice and prohibitions placed on the disciples by Jesus, we begin to see that this is not a short-term plan
but a paradigm for future endeavors. These disciples are beginners, so they need strict instructions and familiar
places where they can develop the skills that will be required of them later. In fact, the selection seems to play with
time, as it is seemingly about this first foray into mission but might be more appropriately relevant for the later
missionary work that they will perform after the Great Commissioning. This line of thought, | believe, can help to
begin to settle our concerns about Jesus' potentially provincial attitude about which peoples and identities deserve
attention.

Despite this plan being appropriate to the skill of the disciples and a necessary first step into missionary work,
Jesus' words still leave a sense of discomfort. What is more telling, however, is not what Jesus says in this moment
but what Matthew's gospel reveals about Jesus' own activities. Matthew presents Jesus following a similar pattern,
mainly staying in Galilee for his teaching and healing, and in Matthew 15:24, Jesus repeats this idea, noting he was
sent only "to the lost sheep of the house of Israel." And yet, in Chapter eight, we see Jesus ministering to the
servant of a Centurion, a gentile, and then praising the man's faith. Moreover, when Jesus proclaims in chapter
fifteen that he is only sent for the lost sheep of the house of Israel, he had just journeyed to Tyre and Sidon,
populated with Romans and other non-Israelites. And so not only had he just arrived in the kind of land that he
forbade his disciples to go to, but he then proceeded to heal the possessed daughter of the Canaanite or
Syrophoenician woman, who, like the centurion, is praised for having exemplary faith. Such actions demonstrate
that traditional markers of identity are proven to be less vital than the identity of the one on whom they place their
faith. By looking more closely at what the text reveals, Jesus' actions expose an acute sense of care for all peoples,
not just those who might be identified as Jews, either by external markers or locales. In the same way, this
morning's text uses telling language to demonstrate what Jesus' mission is and for whom it belongs. The first verse
of the reading contains three versions of the Greek, a¢ (pas), meaning all or every. Jesus went to "all the cities and
villages," "curing every disease and every sickness." Writing on this passage, New Testament scholar Grant
Osborne notes, the language demonstrates that "Jesus' ministry is completely comprehensive; he has come for
every person and ministers to everyone with whom he comes in contact."

Not only does the language of all and every help to see that Jesus' mission extends beyond the borders of Israel
and for those who are identified as Jews, but the language of the second verse helps us to see why Jesus feels
called to minister to these specific people and why he will entrust the ministry to his inner circle. The gospel claims
that "When [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like
sheep without a shepherd." Jesus displays a profound empathy with the suffering of these people. In short, Jesus
identifies with the suffering of the other on a visceral level. While our text translates the verb as having



compassion, the more literal meaning is having visceral emotions, since the root refers to the inner parts or guts. In
other words, the Greek language demonstrates that Jesus is so moved by suffering that he feels it deeply within
himself. These are individuals who are "harassed and helpless," and again, the literal meaning of the Greek here is
instructive-the word points to being prostrate due to drunkenness or effects of violence. Jesus sees these
individuals as beaten down, lying face down without any aid, and in the face of such suffering, he feels the
suffering deep inside of himself. Jesus aligns himself, not because of what might be seen as cultural identifiers, but
more importantly, with those who demonstrate need and faith. It is not then a prohibition against Gentiles but a
positive command to minister to those who are in need.

In the face of such overwhelming suffering, Jesus cannot possibly continue to tend to these needs single-handedly,
both in the immediate and in the long-term. Into this need, Jesus identifies his disciples. The gospel writer takes
the time to list the individuals, and it is striking that this is the first time in the Gospels where the individuals are all
named at once. While these names are common, what do we know about all these figures? What can even the
most biblically literate of us say about Bartholomew and Simon the Cananean or Zealot? These figures are central
to our faith and to the narrative of Jesus' ministry on Earth, but they are rarely mentioned, and when mentioned, not
much is revealed. As an example, Simon and Bartholomew are each mentioned four times in total throughout the
New Testament, simply when a listing of all the disciples occurs. As V.F. Albright and C.S. Mann write in their
commentary on Matthew's gospel, "The unanimity of all four gospels as to the central place of the Twelve tends to
obscure the fact that we know very little about this inner circle." It is an abrupt introduction to these individuals,
especially as not all have been previously mentioned or seen as being explicitly called by Jesus to be his followers.
We know not all their qualifications or why they might have chosen to follow Jesus. We have a greater sense of

who the Centurion or the Syrophoenician woman is in Matthew's gospel. And again, these details seem illustrative
of a larger point.

In the twenty-seven verses of today's reading, as we meet some of these figures for the first and only time in
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are used as many times in twenty-seven verses as Bartholomew and Simon the Cananean are named in all 7,957
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All of the actions and all of the identities in this section are located in the triune God. When Jesus notes the lost
sheep of Israel and the need for more harvesters, he does not command the disciples to go; rather, he directs them
to pray to God the Father: "ask the Lord of the harvest to send out harvesters into his harvest." And when the
apostles are tasked to "Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons," they are only able to do
such activities because Jesus "gave them authority." And when the apostles are faced with persecution and
questioning by rulers, "for what you are to say will be given to you at that time; for it is not you who speak, but the
Spirit of your Father speaking through you."

As twenty first-century Americans, we are inundated with opportunities to define our identities. Quizzes to reveal
who you should vote for, or what ancient figure you might have been in a past life. Then there are items such as
gender or race that prompt the world to respond to us in certain ways. Be it an innate quality or an aesthetic
choice, these identities help individuals to make sense of the world and their place init. In and of itself, this is not
anissue. There are identities that provide real meaning in our lives, such as the kinds of relationships that connect
us to friends and family. The larger concern, this morning's gospel reading seems to imply, is when we choose not
to accept the identity of being called by God to serve. The theologian and Church of Scotland minister, Andrew
Purves, describes this call as less about imitating Christ's life but in "sharing or participating in Christ's own life,
which is the work of the Holy Spirit. John Calvin once called it the bond of the Holy Spirit whereby we are joined to
Christ. The bond effects what Calvin then called "a mystical union" between the believer and Christ. Itis because
we participate in Christ's life that the New Testament call to press on makes sense as gospel for which we are
grateful." In our tradition, we hold that when the Word is faithfully read and preached, we encounter God. But this
participation and encounter is not limited to a one-hour period on Sunday morning. Rather, like the disciples, we
are called to be a part of a collective noun of believers, directed by the head of the Church, Jesus Christ, to go out
into the world. We participate in Christ's work, not simply to those whose identities align with our own culture and
beliefs, not simply to minister only to those due to proximity, but Emmanuel, God with us, calls us into the world to
find those whose identities are neglected and harassed. Let us be bold, then, to follow Christ's command to find
and comfort the least of these, remembering that Jesus will be with us always, to the end of the age.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



Defining Identity
William "Buddy" Storm, June 14, 2026

Today's New Testament reading begins as an invocation for God's assistance to address wrongs presentin Israel,
moves to a commissioning of the disciples, and ends with notes and imagery of persecution, ostracism, and
potential martyrdom. It is a sobering message for first-time missionaries. Up to this point in Matthew's Gospel,
Jesus has performed all the miracles, healed all the people, and given all the instructions. In fact, up to this point,
there is even some question as to whether the disciples have a sense of who and what Jesus is about, and whether
they may be worthy to be the ones chosen for this mission.

In some respects, it would be surprising if they were not feeling overwhelmed and frightened at this moment. In my
own experience, it would be akin to spending a life listening in the pews to being asked to lead worship. The text,
however, is notably silent in hearing the disciples' response. We do not know whether the offer was greeted by the
disciples with an enthusiastic acceptance of the task or a grim nod. But what the text does offer us is certainly
worthy of our attention this morning.

Over the last two weeks, we have heard the story of God's plan to establish a line through Abraham that will benefit
all nations, and we have read of Jesus' Great Commissioning at the end of this gospel that sends out these
disciples to "make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit and teaching them to obey everything that | have commanded you." Which means that as the gospel was just
read, it may have given you pause. You might have even gone so far as to look in the Bible to ensure we copied it
over correctly; the gospel's words can certainly be jarring to our ears after being told of God's expansive
beneficence in the preceding weeks. In today's reading, Jesus seems to imply that only those who reside in the
bounds of Israel and are identified as Jews are in need of his care.

What are we to make of this? Are we to ascribe some kind of scribal error? Or can we make sense of this
discrepancy? According to New Testament scholar Eckhard J. Schnabel, "Judaism had neither a missionary theory
nor organized missionary activity" before this time. And once they begin the missionary work, the activity was
always centripetal, pulling converts back to Israel, back to Jerusalem, back to the Temple where God was to be
found residing in the Holy of Holies. If this is the prevailing missionary technique of first-century Judaism, then it
would follow that Jesus and his disciples would adhere to this newfound tradition. Moreover, we might see the
towns and cities of Israel as fertile ground for these disciples to begin plying their work. Here, they will be
surrounded by people with a shared faith and culture, making it an easier transition to this new work. Jesus'
command: "Do not take a road leading to gentiles, and do not enter a Samaritan town, but go rather to the lost
sheep of the house of Israel," may simply be a recognition of the need for proximity. If these individuals are ever in
need, it would be much easier for help to come if they remained within a day or two's journey. Indeed, if we take the
litany of advice and prohibitions placed on the disciples by Jesus, we begin to see that this is not a short-term plan
but a paradigm for future endeavors. These disciples are beginners, so they need strict instructions and familiar
places where they can develop the skills that will be required of them later. In fact, the selection seems to play with
time, as it is seemingly about this first foray into mission but might be more appropriately relevant for the later
missionary work that they will perform after the Great Commissioning. This line of thought, | believe, can help to
begin to settle our concerns about Jesus' potentially provincial attitude about which peoples and identities deserve
attention.

Despite this plan being appropriate to the skill of the disciples and a necessary first step into missionary work,
Jesus' words still leave a sense of discomfort. What is more telling, however, is not what Jesus says in this moment
but what Matthew's gospel reveals about Jesus' own activities. Matthew presents Jesus following a similar pattern,
mainly staying in Galilee for his teaching and healing, and in Matthew 15:24, Jesus repeats this idea, noting he was
sent only "to the lost sheep of the house of Israel." And yet, in Chapter eight, we see Jesus ministering to the
servant of a Centurion, a gentile, and then praising the man's faith. Moreover, when Jesus proclaims in chapter
fifteen that he is only sent for the lost sheep of the house of Israel, he had just journeyed to Tyre and Sidon,
populated with Romans and other non-Israelites. And so not only had he just arrived in the kind of land that he
forbade his disciples to go to, but he then proceeded to heal the possessed daughter of the Canaanite or
Syrophoenician woman, who, like the centurion, is praised for having exemplary faith. Such actions demonstrate
that traditional markers of identity are proven to be less vital than the identity of the one on whom they place their
faith. By looking more closely at what the text reveals, Jesus' actions expose an acute sense of care for all peoples,
not just those who might be identified as Jews, either by external markers or locales. In the same way, this
morning's text uses telling language to demonstrate what Jesus' mission is and for whom it belongs. The first verse
of the reading contains three versions of the Greek, a¢ (pas), meaning all or every. Jesus went to "all the cities and
villages," "curing every disease and every sickness." Writing on this passage, New Testament scholar Grant
Osborne notes, the language demonstrates that "Jesus' ministry is completely comprehensive; he has come for
every person and ministers to everyone with whom he comes in contact."

Not only does the language of all and every help to see that Jesus' mission extends beyond the borders of Israel
and for those who are identified as Jews, but the language of the second verse helps us to see why Jesus feels
called to minister to these specific people and why he will entrust the ministry to his inner circle. The gospel claims
that "When [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like
sheep without a shepherd." Jesus displays a profound empathy with the suffering of these people. In short, Jesus
identifies with the suffering of the other on a visceral level. While our text translates the verb as having



compassion, the more literal meaning is having visceral emotions, since the root refers to the inner parts or guts. In
other words, the Greek language demonstrates that Jesus is so moved by suffering that he feels it deeply within
himself. These are individuals who are "harassed and helpless," and again, the literal meaning of the Greek here is
instructive-the word points to being prostrate due to drunkenness or effects of violence. Jesus sees these
individuals as beaten down, lying face down without any aid, and in the face of such suffering, he feels the
suffering deep inside of himself. Jesus aligns himself, not because of what might be seen as cultural identifiers, but
more importantly, with those who demonstrate need and faith. It is not then a prohibition against Gentiles but a
positive command to minister to those who are in need.

In the face of such overwhelming suffering, Jesus cannot possibly continue to tend to these needs single-handedly,
both in the immediate and in the long-term. Into this need, Jesus identifies his disciples. The gospel writer takes
the time to list the individuals, and it is striking that this is the first time in the Gospels where the individuals are all
named at once. While these names are common, what do we know about all these figures? What can even the
most biblically literate of us say about Bartholomew and Simon the Cananean or Zealot? These figures are central
to our faith and to the narrative of Jesus' ministry on Earth, but they are rarely mentioned, and when mentioned, not
much is revealed. As an example, Simon and Bartholomew are each mentioned four times in total throughout the
New Testament, simply when a listing of all the disciples occurs. As V.F. Albright and C.S. Mann write in their
commentary on Matthew's gospel, "The unanimity of all four gospels as to the central place of the Twelve tends to
obscure the fact that we know very little about this inner circle." It is an abrupt introduction to these individuals,
especially as not all have been previously mentioned or seen as being explicitly called by Jesus to be his followers.
We know not all their qualifications or why they might have chosen to follow Jesus. We have a greater sense of

who the Centurion or the Syrophoenician woman is in Matthew's gospel. And again, these details seem illustrative
of a larger point.

In the twenty-seven verses of today's reading, as we meet some of these figures for the first and only time in
Matthew, the collective nouns of disciples, the twelve, and apostles are used four times. These collective nouns
are used as many times in twenty-seven verses as Bartholomew and Simon the Cananean are named in all 7,957
verses of the New Testament. These facts raise a critical question: why would a collective identity be more apt than
an individual identity for these central figures? These terms, disciples and apostles, or pu8111:ai<; and
&.nocn6lcrov, imply an external presence as their identifiers. They are disciples of someone; they are apostles
from someone. Their individual identities coalesce around the figure who is doing the teaching and the figure who
is doing the sending. Their identities, like the Centurion and the Syrophoenecian woman, are tied to the one with
whom they place their faith.

All of the actions and all of the identities in this section are located in the triune God. When Jesus notes the lost
sheep of Israel and the need for more harvesters, he does not command the disciples to go; rather, he directs them
to pray to God the Father: "ask the Lord of the harvest to send out harvesters into his harvest." And when the
apostles are tasked to "Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons," they are only able to do
such activities because Jesus "gave them authority." And when the apostles are faced with persecution and
questioning by rulers, "for what you are to say will be given to you at that time; for it is not you who speak, but the
Spirit of your Father speaking through you."

As twenty first-century Americans, we are inundated with opportunities to define our identities. Quizzes to reveal
who you should vote for, or what ancient figure you might have been in a past life. Then there are items such as
gender or race that prompt the world to respond to us in certain ways. Be it an innate quality or an aesthetic
choice, these identities help individuals to make sense of the world and their place init. In and of itself, this is not
anissue. There are identities that provide real meaning in our lives, such as the kinds of relationships that connect
us to friends and family. The larger concern, this morning's gospel reading seems to imply, is when we choose not
to accept the identity of being called by God to serve. The theologian and Church of Scotland minister, Andrew
Purves, describes this call as less about imitating Christ's life but in "sharing or participating in Christ's own life,
which is the work of the Holy Spirit. John Calvin once called it the bond of the Holy Spirit whereby we are joined to
Christ. The bond effects what Calvin then called "a mystical union" between the believer and Christ. Itis because
we participate in Christ's life that the New Testament call to press on makes sense as gospel for which we are
grateful." In our tradition, we hold that when the Word is faithfully read and preached, we encounter God. But this
participation and encounter is not limited to a one-hour period on Sunday morning. Rather, like the disciples, we
are called to be a part of a collective noun of believers, directed by the head of the Church, Jesus Christ, to go out
into the world. We participate in Christ's work, not simply to those whose identities align with our own culture and
beliefs, not simply to minister only to those due to proximity, but Emmanuel, God with us, calls us into the world to
find those whose identities are neglected and harassed. Let us be bold, then, to follow Christ's command to find
and comfort the least of these, remembering that Jesus will be with us always, to the end of the age.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



Defining Identity
William "Buddy" Storm, June 14, 2026

Today's New Testament reading begins as an invocation for God's assistance to address wrongs presentin Israel,
moves to a commissioning of the disciples, and ends with notes and imagery of persecution, ostracism, and
potential martyrdom. It is a sobering message for first-time missionaries. Up to this point in Matthew's Gospel,
Jesus has performed all the miracles, healed all the people, and given all the instructions. In fact, up to this point,
there is even some question as to whether the disciples have a sense of who and what Jesus is about, and whether
they may be worthy to be the ones chosen for this mission.

In some respects, it would be surprising if they were not feeling overwhelmed and frightened at this moment. In my
own experience, it would be akin to spending a life listening in the pews to being asked to lead worship. The text,
however, is notably silent in hearing the disciples' response. We do not know whether the offer was greeted by the
disciples with an enthusiastic acceptance of the task or a grim nod. But what the text does offer us is certainly
worthy of our attention this morning.

Over the last two weeks, we have heard the story of God's plan to establish a line through Abraham that will benefit
all nations, and we have read of Jesus' Great Commissioning at the end of this gospel that sends out these
disciples to "make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit and teaching them to obey everything that | have commanded you." Which means that as the gospel was just
read, it may have given you pause. You might have even gone so far as to look in the Bible to ensure we copied it
over correctly; the gospel's words can certainly be jarring to our ears after being told of God's expansive
beneficence in the preceding weeks. In today's reading, Jesus seems to imply that only those who reside in the
bounds of Israel and are identified as Jews are in need of his care.

What are we to make of this? Are we to ascribe some kind of scribal error? Or can we make sense of this
discrepancy? According to New Testament scholar Eckhard J. Schnabel, "Judaism had neither a missionary theory
nor organized missionary activity" before this time. And once they begin the missionary work, the activity was
always centripetal, pulling converts back to Israel, back to Jerusalem, back to the Temple where God was to be
found residing in the Holy of Holies. If this is the prevailing missionary technique of first-century Judaism, then it
would follow that Jesus and his disciples would adhere to this newfound tradition. Moreover, we might see the
towns and cities of Israel as fertile ground for these disciples to begin plying their work. Here, they will be
surrounded by people with a shared faith and culture, making it an easier transition to this new work. Jesus'
command: "Do not take a road leading to gentiles, and do not enter a Samaritan town, but go rather to the lost
sheep of the house of Israel," may simply be a recognition of the need for proximity. If these individuals are ever in
need, it would be much easier for help to come if they remained within a day or two's journey. Indeed, if we take the
litany of advice and prohibitions placed on the disciples by Jesus, we begin to see that this is not a short-term plan
but a paradigm for future endeavors. These disciples are beginners, so they need strict instructions and familiar
places where they can develop the skills that will be required of them later. In fact, the selection seems to play with
time, as it is seemingly about this first foray into mission but might be more appropriately relevant for the later
missionary work that they will perform after the Great Commissioning. This line of thought, | believe, can help to
begin to settle our concerns about Jesus' potentially provincial attitude about which peoples and identities deserve
attention.

Despite this plan being appropriate to the skill of the disciples and a necessary first step into missionary work,
Jesus' words still leave a sense of discomfort. What is more telling, however, is not what Jesus says in this moment
but what Matthew's gospel reveals about Jesus' own activities. Matthew presents Jesus following a similar pattern,
mainly staying in Galilee for his teaching and healing, and in Matthew 15:24, Jesus repeats this idea, noting he was
sent only "to the lost sheep of the house of Israel." And yet, in Chapter eight, we see Jesus ministering to the
servant of a Centurion, a gentile, and then praising the man's faith. Moreover, when Jesus proclaims in chapter
fifteen that he is only sent for the lost sheep of the house of Israel, he had just journeyed to Tyre and Sidon,
populated with Romans and other non-Israelites. And so not only had he just arrived in the kind of land that he
forbade his disciples to go to, but he then proceeded to heal the possessed daughter of the Canaanite or
Syrophoenician woman, who, like the centurion, is praised for having exemplary faith. Such actions demonstrate
that traditional markers of identity are proven to be less vital than the identity of the one on whom they place their
faith. By looking more closely at what the text reveals, Jesus' actions expose an acute sense of care for all peoples,
not just those who might be identified as Jews, either by external markers or locales. In the same way, this
morning's text uses telling language to demonstrate what Jesus' mission is and for whom it belongs. The first verse
of the reading contains three versions of the Greek, a¢ (pas), meaning all or every. Jesus went to "all the cities and
villages," "curing every disease and every sickness." Writing on this passage, New Testament scholar Grant
Osborne notes, the language demonstrates that "Jesus' ministry is completely comprehensive; he has come for
every person and ministers to everyone with whom he comes in contact."

Not only does the language of all and every help to see that Jesus' mission extends beyond the borders of Israel
and for those who are identified as Jews, but the language of the second verse helps us to see why Jesus feels
called to minister to these specific people and why he will entrust the ministry to his inner circle. The gospel claims
that "When [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like
sheep without a shepherd." Jesus displays a profound empathy with the suffering of these people. In short, Jesus
identifies with the suffering of the other on a visceral level. While our text translates the verb as having



compassion, the more literal meaning is having visceral emotions, since the root refers to the inner parts or guts. In
other words, the Greek language demonstrates that Jesus is so moved by suffering that he feels it deeply within
himself. These are individuals who are "harassed and helpless," and again, the literal meaning of the Greek here is
instructive-the word points to being prostrate due to drunkenness or effects of violence. Jesus sees these
individuals as beaten down, lying face down without any aid, and in the face of such suffering, he feels the
suffering deep inside of himself. Jesus aligns himself, not because of what might be seen as cultural identifiers, but
more importantly, with those who demonstrate need and faith. It is not then a prohibition against Gentiles but a
positive command to minister to those who are in need.

In the face of such overwhelming suffering, Jesus cannot possibly continue to tend to these needs single-handedly,
both in the immediate and in the long-term. Into this need, Jesus identifies his disciples. The gospel writer takes
the time to list the individuals, and it is striking that this is the first time in the Gospels where the individuals are all
named at once. While these names are common, what do we know about all these figures? What can even the
most biblically literate of us say about Bartholomew and Simon the Cananean or Zealot? These figures are central
to our faith and to the narrative of Jesus' ministry on Earth, but they are rarely mentioned, and when mentioned, not
much is revealed. As an example, Simon and Bartholomew are each mentioned four times in total throughout the
New Testament, simply when a listing of all the disciples occurs. As V.F. Albright and C.S. Mann write in their
commentary on Matthew's gospel, "The unanimity of all four gospels as to the central place of the Twelve tends to
obscure the fact that we know very little about this inner circle." It is an abrupt introduction to these individuals,
especially as not all have been previously mentioned or seen as being explicitly called by Jesus to be his followers.
We know not all their qualifications or why they might have chosen to follow Jesus. We have a greater sense of

who the Centurion or the Syrophoenician woman is in Matthew's gospel. And again, these details seem illustrative
of a larger point.

In the twenty-seven verses of today's reading, as we meet some of these figures for the first and only time in
Matthew, the collective nouns of disciples, the twelve, and apostles are used four times. These collective nouns
are used as many times in twenty-seven verses as Bartholomew and Simon the Cananean are named in all 7,957
verses of the New Testament. These facts raise a critical question: why would a collective identity be more apt than
an individual identity for these central figures? These terms, disciples and apostles, or pu8111:ai<; and
&.nocn6lcrov, imply an external presence as their identifiers. They are disciples of someone; they are apostles
from someone. Their individual identities coalesce around the figure who is doing the teaching and the figure who
is doing the sending. Their identities, like the Centurion and the Syrophoenecian woman, are tied to the one with
whom they place their faith.

All of the actions and all of the identities in this section are located in the triune God. When Jesus notes the lost
sheep of Israel and the need for more harvesters, he does not command the disciples to go; rather, he directs them
to pray to God the Father: "ask the Lord of the harvest to send out harvesters into his harvest." And when the
apostles are tasked to "Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons," they are only able to do
such activities because Jesus "gave them authority." And when the apostles are faced with persecution and
questioning by rulers, "for what you are to say will be given to you at that time; for it is not you who speak, but the
Spirit of your Father speaking through you."

As twenty first-century Americans, we are inundated with opportunities to define our identities. Quizzes to reveal
who you should vote for, or what ancient figure you might have been in a past life. Then there are items such as
gender or race that prompt the world to respond to us in certain ways. Be it an innate quality or an aesthetic
choice, these identities help individuals to make sense of the world and their place init. In and of itself, this is not
anissue. There are identities that provide real meaning in our lives, such as the kinds of relationships that connect
us to friends and family. The larger concern, this morning's gospel reading seems to imply, is when we choose not
to accept the identity of being called by God to serve. The theologian and Church of Scotland minister, Andrew
Purves, describes this call as less about imitating Christ's life but in "sharing or participating in Christ's own life,
which is the work of the Holy Spirit. John Calvin once called it the bond of the Holy Spirit whereby we are joined to
Christ. The bond effects what Calvin then called "a mystical union" between the believer and Christ. Itis because
we participate in Christ's life that the New Testament call to press on makes sense as gospel for which we are
grateful." In our tradition, we hold that when the Word is faithfully read and preached, we encounter God. But this
participation and encounter is not limited to a one-hour period on Sunday morning. Rather, like the disciples, we
are called to be a part of a collective noun of believers, directed by the head of the Church, Jesus Christ, to go out
into the world. We participate in Christ's work, not simply to those whose identities align with our own culture and
beliefs, not simply to minister only to those due to proximity, but Emmanuel, God with us, calls us into the world to
find those whose identities are neglected and harassed. Let us be bold, then, to follow Christ's command to find
and comfort the least of these, remembering that Jesus will be with us always, to the end of the age.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



Defining Identity
William "Buddy" Storm, June 14, 2026

Today's New Testament reading begins as an invocation for God's assistance to address wrongs presentin Israel,
moves to a commissioning of the disciples, and ends with notes and imagery of persecution, ostracism, and
potential martyrdom. It is a sobering message for first-time missionaries. Up to this point in Matthew's Gospel,
Jesus has performed all the miracles, healed all the people, and given all the instructions. In fact, up to this point,
there is even some question as to whether the disciples have a sense of who and what Jesus is about, and whether
they may be worthy to be the ones chosen for this mission.

In some respects, it would be surprising if they were not feeling overwhelmed and frightened at this moment. In my
own experience, it would be akin to spending a life listening in the pews to being asked to lead worship. The text,
however, is notably silent in hearing the disciples' response. We do not know whether the offer was greeted by the
disciples with an enthusiastic acceptance of the task or a grim nod. But what the text does offer us is certainly
worthy of our attention this morning.

Over the last two weeks, we have heard the story of God's plan to establish a line through Abraham that will benefit
all nations, and we have read of Jesus' Great Commissioning at the end of this gospel that sends out these
disciples to "make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit and teaching them to obey everything that | have commanded you." Which means that as the gospel was just
read, it may have given you pause. You might have even gone so far as to look in the Bible to ensure we copied it
over correctly; the gospel's words can certainly be jarring to our ears after being told of God's expansive
beneficence in the preceding weeks. In today's reading, Jesus seems to imply that only those who reside in the
bounds of Israel and are identified as Jews are in need of his care.

What are we to make of this? Are we to ascribe some kind of scribal error? Or can we make sense of this
discrepancy? According to New Testament scholar Eckhard J. Schnabel, "Judaism had neither a missionary theory
nor organized missionary activity" before this time. And once they begin the missionary work, the activity was
always centripetal, pulling converts back to Israel, back to Jerusalem, back to the Temple where God was to be
found residing in the Holy of Holies. If this is the prevailing missionary technique of first-century Judaism, then it
would follow that Jesus and his disciples would adhere to this newfound tradition. Moreover, we might see the
towns and cities of Israel as fertile ground for these disciples to begin plying their work. Here, they will be
surrounded by people with a shared faith and culture, making it an easier transition to this new work. Jesus'
command: "Do not take a road leading to gentiles, and do not enter a Samaritan town, but go rather to the lost
sheep of the house of Israel," may simply be a recognition of the need for proximity. If these individuals are ever in
need, it would be much easier for help to come if they remained within a day or two's journey. Indeed, if we take the
litany of advice and prohibitions placed on the disciples by Jesus, we begin to see that this is not a short-term plan
but a paradigm for future endeavors. These disciples are beginners, so they need strict instructions and familiar
places where they can develop the skills that will be required of them later. In fact, the selection seems to play with
time, as it is seemingly about this first foray into mission but might be more appropriately relevant for the later
missionary work that they will perform after the Great Commissioning. This line of thought, | believe, can help to
begin to settle our concerns about Jesus' potentially provincial attitude about which peoples and identities deserve
attention.

Despite this plan being appropriate to the skill of the disciples and a necessary first step into missionary work,
Jesus' words still leave a sense of discomfort. What is more telling, however, is not what Jesus says in this moment
but what Matthew's gospel reveals about Jesus' own activities. Matthew presents Jesus following a similar pattern,
mainly staying in Galilee for his teaching and healing, and in Matthew 15:24, Jesus repeats this idea, noting he was
sent only "to the lost sheep of the house of Israel." And yet, in Chapter eight, we see Jesus ministering to the
servant of a Centurion, a gentile, and then praising the man's faith. Moreover, when Jesus proclaims in chapter
fifteen that he is only sent for the lost sheep of the house of Israel, he had just journeyed to Tyre and Sidon,
populated with Romans and other non-Israelites. And so not only had he just arrived in the kind of land that he
forbade his disciples to go to, but he then proceeded to heal the possessed daughter of the Canaanite or
Syrophoenician woman, who, like the centurion, is praised for having exemplary faith. Such actions demonstrate
that traditional markers of identity are proven to be less vital than the identity of the one on whom they place their
faith. By looking more closely at what the text reveals, Jesus' actions expose an acute sense of care for all peoples,
not just those who might be identified as Jews, either by external markers or locales. In the same way, this
morning's text uses telling language to demonstrate what Jesus' mission is and for whom it belongs. The first verse
of the reading contains three versions of the Greek, a¢ (pas), meaning all or every. Jesus went to "all the cities and
villages," "curing every disease and every sickness." Writing on this passage, New Testament scholar Grant
Osborne notes, the language demonstrates that "Jesus' ministry is completely comprehensive; he has come for
every person and ministers to everyone with whom he comes in contact."

Not only does the language of all and every help to see that Jesus' mission extends beyond the borders of Israel
and for those who are identified as Jews, but the language of the second verse helps us to see why Jesus feels
called to minister to these specific people and why he will entrust the ministry to his inner circle. The gospel claims
that "When [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like
sheep without a shepherd." Jesus displays a profound empathy with the suffering of these people. In short, Jesus
identifies with the suffering of the other on a visceral level. While our text translates the verb as having



compassion, the more literal meaning is having visceral emotions, since the root refers to the inner parts or guts. In
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but what Matthew's gospel reveals about Jesus' own activities. Matthew presents Jesus following a similar pattern,
mainly staying in Galilee for his teaching and healing, and in Matthew 15:24, Jesus repeats this idea, noting he was
sent only "to the lost sheep of the house of Israel." And yet, in Chapter eight, we see Jesus ministering to the
servant of a Centurion, a gentile, and then praising the man's faith. Moreover, when Jesus proclaims in chapter
fifteen that he is only sent for the lost sheep of the house of Israel, he had just journeyed to Tyre and Sidon,
populated with Romans and other non-Israelites. And so not only had he just arrived in the kind of land that he
forbade his disciples to go to, but he then proceeded to heal the possessed daughter of the Canaanite or
Syrophoenician woman, who, like the centurion, is praised for having exemplary faith. Such actions demonstrate
that traditional markers of identity are proven to be less vital than the identity of the one on whom they place their
faith. By looking more closely at what the text reveals, Jesus' actions expose an acute sense of care for all peoples,
not just those who might be identified as Jews, either by external markers or locales. In the same way, this
morning's text uses telling language to demonstrate what Jesus' mission is and for whom it belongs. The first verse
of the reading contains three versions of the Greek, a¢ (pas), meaning all or every. Jesus went to "all the cities and
villages," "curing every disease and every sickness." Writing on this passage, New Testament scholar Grant
Osborne notes, the language demonstrates that "Jesus' ministry is completely comprehensive; he has come for
every person and ministers to everyone with whom he comes in contact."

Not only does the language of all and every help to see that Jesus' mission extends beyond the borders of Israel
and for those who are identified as Jews, but the language of the second verse helps us to see why Jesus feels
called to minister to these specific people and why he will entrust the ministry to his inner circle. The gospel claims
that "When [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like
sheep without a shepherd." Jesus displays a profound empathy with the suffering of these people. In short, Jesus
identifies with the suffering of the other on a visceral level. While our text translates the verb as having



compassion, the more literal meaning is having visceral emotions, since the root refers to the inner parts or guts. In
other words, the Greek language demonstrates that Jesus is so moved by suffering that he feels it deeply within
himself. These are individuals who are "harassed and helpless," and again, the literal meaning of the Greek here is
instructive-the word points to being prostrate due to drunkenness or effects of violence. Jesus sees these
individuals as beaten down, lying face down without any aid, and in the face of such suffering, he feels the
suffering deep inside of himself. Jesus aligns himself, not because of what might be seen as cultural identifiers, but
more importantly, with those who demonstrate need and faith. It is not then a prohibition against Gentiles but a
positive command to minister to those who are in need.

In the face of such overwhelming suffering, Jesus cannot possibly continue to tend to these needs single-handedly,
both in the immediate and in the long-term. Into this need, Jesus identifies his disciples. The gospel writer takes
the time to list the individuals, and it is striking that this is the first time in the Gospels where the individuals are all
named at once. While these names are common, what do we know about all these figures? What can even the
most biblically literate of us say about Bartholomew and Simon the Cananean or Zealot? These figures are central
to our faith and to the narrative of Jesus' ministry on Earth, but they are rarely mentioned, and when mentioned, not
much is revealed. As an example, Simon and Bartholomew are each mentioned four times in total throughout the
New Testament, simply when a listing of all the disciples occurs. As V.F. Albright and C.S. Mann write in their
commentary on Matthew's gospel, "The unanimity of all four gospels as to the central place of the Twelve tends to
obscure the fact that we know very little about this inner circle." It is an abrupt introduction to these individuals,
especially as not all have been previously mentioned or seen as being explicitly called by Jesus to be his followers.
We know not all their qualifications or why they might have chosen to follow Jesus. We have a greater sense of

who the Centurion or the Syrophoenician woman is in Matthew's gospel. And again, these details seem illustrative
of a larger point.

In the twenty-seven verses of today's reading, as we meet some of these figures for the first and only time in
Matthew, the collective nouns of disciples, the twelve, and apostles are used four times. These collective nouns
are used as many times in twenty-seven verses as Bartholomew and Simon the Cananean are named in all 7,957
verses of the New Testament. These facts raise a critical question: why would a collective identity be more apt than
an individual identity for these central figures? These terms, disciples and apostles, or pu8111:ai<; and
&.nocn6lcrov, imply an external presence as their identifiers. They are disciples of someone; they are apostles
from someone. Their individual identities coalesce around the figure who is doing the teaching and the figure who
is doing the sending. Their identities, like the Centurion and the Syrophoenecian woman, are tied to the one with
whom they place their faith.

All of the actions and all of the identities in this section are located in the triune God. When Jesus notes the lost
sheep of Israel and the need for more harvesters, he does not command the disciples to go; rather, he directs them
to pray to God the Father: "ask the Lord of the harvest to send out harvesters into his harvest." And when the
apostles are tasked to "Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons," they are only able to do
such activities because Jesus "gave them authority." And when the apostles are faced with persecution and
questioning by rulers, "for what you are to say will be given to you at that time; for it is not you who speak, but the
Spirit of your Father speaking through you."

As twenty first-century Americans, we are inundated with opportunities to define our identities. Quizzes to reveal
who you should vote for, or what ancient figure you might have been in a past life. Then there are items such as
gender or race that prompt the world to respond to us in certain ways. Be it an innate quality or an aesthetic
choice, these identities help individuals to make sense of the world and their place init. In and of itself, this is not
anissue. There are identities that provide real meaning in our lives, such as the kinds of relationships that connect
us to friends and family. The larger concern, this morning's gospel reading seems to imply, is when we choose not
to accept the identity of being called by God to serve. The theologian and Church of Scotland minister, Andrew
Purves, describes this call as less about imitating Christ's life but in "sharing or participating in Christ's own life,
which is the work of the Holy Spirit. John Calvin once called it the bond of the Holy Spirit whereby we are joined to
Christ. The bond effects what Calvin then called "a mystical union" between the believer and Christ. Itis because
we participate in Christ's life that the New Testament call to press on makes sense as gospel for which we are
grateful." In our tradition, we hold that when the Word is faithfully read and preached, we encounter God. But this
participation and encounter is not limited to a one-hour period on Sunday morning. Rather, like the disciples, we
are called to be a part of a collective noun of believers, directed by the head of the Church, Jesus Christ, to go out
into the world. We participate in Christ's work, not simply to those whose identities align with our own culture and
beliefs, not simply to minister only to those due to proximity, but Emmanuel, God with us, calls us into the world to
find those whose identities are neglected and harassed. Let us be bold, then, to follow Christ's command to find
and comfort the least of these, remembering that Jesus will be with us always, to the end of the age.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



Defining Identity
William "Buddy" Storm, June 14, 2026
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What are we to make of this? Are we to ascribe some kind of scribal error? Or can we make sense of this
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Osborne notes, the language demonstrates that "Jesus' ministry is completely comprehensive; he has come for
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Not only does the language of all and every help to see that Jesus' mission extends beyond the borders of Israel
and for those who are identified as Jews, but the language of the second verse helps us to see why Jesus feels
called to minister to these specific people and why he will entrust the ministry to his inner circle. The gospel claims
that "When [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion for them because they were harassed and helpless, like
sheep without a shepherd." Jesus displays a profound empathy with the suffering of these people. In short, Jesus
identifies with the suffering of the other on a visceral level. While our text translates the verb as having
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especially as not all have been previously mentioned or seen as being explicitly called by Jesus to be his followers.
We know not all their qualifications or why they might have chosen to follow Jesus. We have a greater sense of
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from someone. Their individual identities coalesce around the figure who is doing the teaching and the figure who
is doing the sending. Their identities, like the Centurion and the Syrophoenecian woman, are tied to the one with
whom they place their faith.

All of the actions and all of the identities in this section are located in the triune God. When Jesus notes the lost
sheep of Israel and the need for more harvesters, he does not command the disciples to go; rather, he directs them
to pray to God the Father: "ask the Lord of the harvest to send out harvesters into his harvest." And when the
apostles are tasked to "Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons," they are only able to do
such activities because Jesus "gave them authority." And when the apostles are faced with persecution and
questioning by rulers, "for what you are to say will be given to you at that time; for it is not you who speak, but the
Spirit of your Father speaking through you."

As twenty first-century Americans, we are inundated with opportunities to define our identities. Quizzes to reveal
who you should vote for, or what ancient figure you might have been in a past life. Then there are items such as
gender or race that prompt the world to respond to us in certain ways. Be it an innate quality or an aesthetic
choice, these identities help individuals to make sense of the world and their place init. In and of itself, this is not
anissue. There are identities that provide real meaning in our lives, such as the kinds of relationships that connect
us to friends and family. The larger concern, this morning's gospel reading seems to imply, is when we choose not
to accept the identity of being called by God to serve. The theologian and Church of Scotland minister, Andrew
Purves, describes this call as less about imitating Christ's life but in "sharing or participating in Christ's own life,
which is the work of the Holy Spirit. John Calvin once called it the bond of the Holy Spirit whereby we are joined to
Christ. The bond effects what Calvin then called "a mystical union" between the believer and Christ. Itis because
we participate in Christ's life that the New Testament call to press on makes sense as gospel for which we are
grateful." In our tradition, we hold that when the Word is faithfully read and preached, we encounter God. But this
participation and encounter is not limited to a one-hour period on Sunday morning. Rather, like the disciples, we
are called to be a part of a collective noun of believers, directed by the head of the Church, Jesus Christ, to go out
into the world. We participate in Christ's work, not simply to those whose identities align with our own culture and
beliefs, not simply to minister only to those due to proximity, but Emmanuel, God with us, calls us into the world to
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